


It is with, mixed emotions tchiefiy envy and 
chagrin) that we call your attention to an article 
by Edward Jay Epstein in the February 13 issue 
of the New Vorker—envy because it is a work of 
debunking we wish we had undertaken ourselves, 
and chagrin because. For Your Information, we 
are among those newspapers whose careless per- 
petuation of an untrue statement Mr. Epstein has 
rightly seen fit to criticize. The statement in ques- 
tion was apparently made in December of 1969 by 
Charles R. Garry', counsel for the Black Panther 
Party. In a week which saw struggles between 
police and Panthers in Chicago and Los .Angeles. 
Mr. Garry was reported to have claimed that the 
two Panthers who had died in. the Chicago gunfire 
— Fred Hampton and Mark Clark — were the 
“twenty-seventh and twenty eighth Panthers' to 
have been “murdered by the police.'’ The assertion 
(with a more neutral formulation, such as “killed 
by” or “died in clashes with”) was picked up by 
the press and by a number of public figures in 
their comments. Attribution to Mr. Garry—or any- 
one else—^tended to vanish. Thus, it soon became 
part of the “factual” background of stories and 
e.xpre.ssions of opinion concerning the Panthers and 
the police that “twenty-eight" Panthers had died 
as a result of armed conflict with the police. Mr. 
Epstein demonstrates this a.s.sertion to have been 
e.xtravagantly untrue. 

The Washington Post’s role in reinforcing this 
misconception was twofold, involving first a sin of 
commission and then a sin of omission. On the first 
count we did in fact fail to provide any attribution 
or qualifying •■reportedly” or similar conditioner 
in a news story of Decem’oer 9, 1969. Three days 
before, on the 6th of December, we had reported; 

“Jav A. Miller, e.xecutivp director of the .y.CLU 
in illinois, said it is ‘absoiuteiy imperative’ that 
the facts be explored pro-mptly rconceming the 
Chicago deaths! and that the public be given a 
complete report. . . . He said 28 Panthers have 
died in police shootings since January. 1968," 

The next day, on the 7th. we reported: 

“Twenty-eight Panthers have died in police 
shootings since January, 1968, according to 
Charles Garry, San Francisco attorney and gen- 
eral counsel for the Panthers.” 

On the 9th. in a story put together from news 
dispatches and added on to another such story 
dealing with the Los Angeles raid that had just 
occurred, direct attribution was dropped. 'Tluis; 

“Jay culler, Illinois director of the American 
Civil Liberties Union, asked for an inquiry into 
a whole range of reported Panther slayings. 
total of 28 Panther members have died in clashes 
with police since Jan. 1, 1968.” 

’The source—or one of them anvnvay—was lurk- 
ing right up there a sentence away—but the state- 
ment, ine.xcusably, was asserted as bald fact. 

So far as our inkstained plunge into the clips 
has been able to indicate (and so far as Mr. Epstein 

charged), that was the one occasion on which The 
Post presented the allegation as fact, rather than 
as someone’s version of the fact. With attribution, 
however, the figure darts in and out of subsequent 
material in The Post, and that brings us to our sin 
of omission, which seems to us, at the very least, 
to be as grave: in the weeks and months that fol- 
lowed, albeit with attribution, we reprinted this 
charge without ever subjecting it to scrutiny, with- 
out trying to ascertain that it was true, without— 
in short — doing what Mr. Epstein, to his great 
credit, now has done. 

You will have w'ondered at what point, summon- 
ing our endless resources of self-pity and under- 
standing of the difficulties of our trade and sensi- 
tivity to even slightly unfair criticism of our 
performance, we would choose to sob a little in 
our own behalf. The answer is. Now. So as not to 
be too embarrassing about it, we will run through 
the case for the defense quickly. We note first the 
fact that we deal each day with a new torrent of 
conflicting and/or suspect assertions (the front 
page on the day of this writing, for example, pre- 
•sent-s a Galley version, a Stans version, a Udall 
version, and a pre.sidential version of various facts 
and events under challenge). And in this connec- 
tion we note that, by .Mr. Epstein’s own account, 
some six to eight months were required to produce 
his attempt to straighten out of the faulty record 
and that even with time, checking and recheck- 
ing, his article is not wholly free of misim- 
presions as to who said what when. Again, 
we suspect that Mr. Epstein is somewhat too dis- 
missive in his attitude toward poiice-Panther en- 
counters that have not ended in Panther deaths or 
any deaths, but which nonetheless have occurred 
and make an important part of the background that 
caused so much anxiety over the Chicago and Los 
.Angeies encounters and their meaning and effect. 
Borrowing a page from the Vice President’s book, 
we go on to observe that many of the quotations 
from The Post were cited in a way that made them 
.sound more culpable than they were. Finally, 
we would invoke the ease with which a busy, pres- 
sured deskman could have produced that unat- 
trifauted quotation in an amalgam of dispatches on 
December 9th. 

Having thus functioned as counsel for the prose- 
cution and the defense in our own case, we might 
as well complete the process by weighing in as 
jury. 'The verdict takes no time to reach. It is that 
the press of business, a slip of the hand, and the 
difficulty of getting to the bottom of a complicated 
assertion represent an insufficient defense on all 
counts. There is no adequate excuse for making this 
kind of error in the first place and none for failing 
to pursue the truth behind the phony “facts.” In 
short, we find ourselves guilty and — with some 
reservations concerning Mr. Epstein’s presenta- 
tion of his case and his manner of quoting—we 
commend him for his effort to set the record 
straight. 


